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Counseling battered wives
Abstract
The relationship between husbands and wives is almost identical to that between parents and children (Ni
earthy, 1982). The relationship is identical in the following ways: the husband has the so-called "right" to
beat his wife and the parents have the "right" to beat their children. The husbands have the right to batter
their wives because of power, authority, hierarchy in the family structure and legal rights. According to Ni
earthy (1982) a judge once stated: "If no permanent injury has been inflicted nor malice nor dangerous
violence shown by the husband, it is better to draw the curtain, shut out the public gaze, and leave the
parties to forget and forgive". {p. 24)
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INTRODUCTION
The relationship between husbands and wives is almost identical
to that between parents and children (Ni earthy, 1982).
relationship is identical in the following ways:

The

the husband has

the so-called "right" to beat his wife and the parents have the
"right" to beat their children.

The husbands have the right to

batter their wives because of power, authority, hierarchy in the
family structure and legal rights.

According to Ni earthy (1982)

a judge once stated:
"If no permanent injury has been inflicted nor malice
nor dangerous violence shown by the husband, it is
better to draw the curtain, shut out the public gaze,
and leave the parties to forget and forgive". {p. 24)
Husbands were also given the right to beat their wives due to the
Biblical roots (Johnson and Ferraro, 1983).
Battering is defined as being physical, psychological, and
sociological (Ni earthy, 1982).

Physical abuse is described as

deliberate, severe, and repeated physical injury with minimal
injury being severely bruised.

It has been proven by theorists

that the percentage is high by the number of cases that are
reported as slapping, beating, or wounding in settings such as
homes and streets catergorized by people, spouses, parents, or
children (Ni earthy, 1982).

There are about 60 percent of the

families who report some sort of violent physical behavior
(Langley and Levy, 1977). About 10 percent admitted that they
regularly engaged in extreme physical abuse of their spouse.
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Psychological battering is defined as being immature,
experiencing personality disorders such as frustration,
dependency, aggression, jealousy and negative reactions in addition
to battering.

Battered wiv~s are psychologically conditioned not

to get help for themselves but instead they are conditioned to be
"helpless" (Giles-Sims, 1983).
in wife-abuse.

Role-modeling plays a major role

The children role-model the behavior of their

parents and thus feel free to batter.

Not only do children model

their parent's behavior, but they also interpret what they see and
connect it with other events, ideas, and feelings.
must be raised to reduce violent situations.

Self-esteem

Beating another spouse

or partner is not a sign of masculinity but immaturity.

The sex

role of each partner could be redefined for each person (Strube
and Barbour, 1983).

Traditionally, society has been biased in the

emphasis placed on the husband/wife role.
Sociological battering is defined as ill or deviant behaviors
that establish abuse to occur in the family (Giles-Sims, 1983).

It

is a major cause for wives staying in their abusive relationship.
Men who assault their wives are actually living up to the cultural
prescriptions that they do have the right to batter their wives
(Dobash and Dobash, 1979). They are filling the prescription by
showing aggressiveness, male dominance and female subordination.
Physical force is being used as a source to enforce their dominance.
Sociological battering is associated with four structural
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characteristics in the family:

the high level of violence in society

which can carry over into the family, the socialization in violence
which occurs when parents use physical punishment on children and
when parents use physical force on each other, the cultural norms
that legitimate the use of physical force and condone a man hitting
his wife, and the sexual inequality of society that is one of the
most fundamental factors in all male-female relationships (Straus,
1977).
Giles-Sims (1983) stated that structural features of a family
causes violence more likely to occur within the family than between
strangers. The family is a social system that is relatively defined
by rules and structured powers (Giles-Sims, 1983). According to
Goode (1971), men who lack sufficient resources to hold the socially
prescribed dominant role in the family use physical force to
compensate for the lack of resources.

Once violence occurs, the

expectation of violence between the family members will increase.
Most families tend not to deal with their violence as being serious.
"The violence is either denied or not labeled as deviance" (Straus,
1973). Straus states that wives are not aware of how they reinforce
violent behaviors.

As a result, violence may become a stabilized

pattern in the relationship, and the person labeled as violent may
be encouraged to play out the role through the development of a
self-concept as "violent".

The person labeled as the victim may

also be encouraged to play out that role, according to Straus.
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CAUSES OF WIFE BATTERING
Anger
An angry response can be displaced from another person to
another relationship or it could come from a stress related
incident. Stress places alot of pressure on the male, and therefore
he resorts to abusing the wife.

Anger, stress, and frustration

are vital reasons who one person becomes explosively angry and the
other gets hurt.

Frustration is another major factor in family

violence because aggression is an accepted response to frustration
and anger (Steinmetz, 1977).

Many of the frustrations felt by men

who abuse their wives cannot be handled and are related to their
jobs, perceptions of themselves and their wives, and their inability
to achieve their goals because of lack of education or inferior
social and economic status (Langley, 1977). Langley (1977) states
that a low tolerance to frustration is a condition found among all
sorts of men.
Role Models
There are also other reasons for the violent behavior according
to Bernard Chodoroff, consultant for the National Commission on
Causes and Prevention of Violence (1978).

He states,

11

that sometimes

the victim assaulted is not the orginal trigger of the internal
psychic state leading to the ~ssaults 11 •

They are not striking at

the wives, but the primary target is a parental figure.

Wifebeaters

feel that they were not sufficiently loved during their childhood.
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The wife is seen as the imaginary figure, who may be visualized by
the male as being critical of him or dominating him.

Therefore

the victim is the wife, who is weak and dependent with no escape
or retribution.
11

Impl ied Permission

11

Another contributing factor is that men have society's implied
permission to hit their wives or girlfriends.

Tradition shows

that men should be able to control their wives by whatever means
is necessary.

A study done by Fitch and Papantonie (1983) showed

that over half of a sample of husbands indicated they would resort
to violence.
regardless.

The husbands believed the wife should accept it
Evidence has been documented that if a woman is being

beaten out in public she would not receive help (Straus, 1980).
Friends and family refuse to accept or fail to believe that she is
being assaulted by her husband (Langley and Levy, 1977).
Alcohol and Drug Abuse
Alcohol is another factor involved in wife-beating incidents.
It is only an excuse that triggers violence normally inside of the
batterer.

Richard Gelles (1982) studied husbands and wives and

concluded that alcohol is only a means of covering up the violent
acts.

Most battered wives agreed.

For example, most wives claimed

that their husbands would never harm them when they are sober, but
they didn't know what they were doing when under the influence of
alcohol (Langley and Levy, 1977).
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There are some who use violent acts as an expression of horror.
Usually this results in begging for forgiveness and vowing to be
different afterward.
Another contribution to spouse abuse is drug abuse.

Fitch

and Patantonie (1983) stated that nearly three quarters of males
saw violence between their parents, almost one-half were abused as
children, and over one-half abused alcohol and more than one-third
abused drugs.

Most husbands were labeled drug abusers due to the

fact they were using it in their daily functionings.

There are

18 percent of husbands that stated that drugs was a contributing
factor, too.
Unemployment
Prescott and Letko (1977) concluded that men who were either
unemployed or underemployed were more likely to be violent than
employed men.

Due to unemployment now, most abusive males cannot

cope with the fact they they have been laid off or denied work
because the economic situation is poor. Unemployed males after
a while have doubts about themselves and about finding enough work
to support themselves and their families.

As a poor self-image

emerges, the male abuser feels he does not measure up to society's
ideal of masculinity (Langley and Levy, 1977). According to
Lyles (1979), a major reason why men beat their wives is to
compensate for his own feelings of being less than an adequate male.
Society tends to define a person in tenns of his job, and a man who
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is seriously dissatisfied with himself. A man now is use to being
totally employed and suddenly finds himself unemployed or
underemployed and he starts to take his actions upon his wife by
battering her.
Men ta 1 Prob 1ems
Many wifebeaters were and sti 11 are paranoid according to
Langley and Levy (1977).

Some exhibit deep irrational fears and

other abusers are unable to tell reality from fantasy.
(1973) labeled wifebeaters as being psychopaths.

Erin Pizzey

They are

aggressive, dangerous, and deeply irrmature (Pizzey, 1978).
Wifebeaters are often filled with inmense feelings of guilt,
despondent, and deeply depressed.

This leads to suicide or

murder-suicide.
PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF ABUSE
Some of the reasons for women remaining in abusive relationships
include:

shock that the husband/lover would abuse the wife and the

wife maintains that he loves her, guilt that she may be responsible
for his anger or her own beating, depression that she finds herself
in a relationship which seems hopeless and in which she feels helpless,
humiliation and low self-esteem which serve to keep her immobilized
both physically and psychologically. The result of this
psychological impact is an intense isolation.

The relationship

between lovers or family members involves a chain of reaction and
actions that offers males an excuse to batter.

Lovers/family members
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behave in a sex-role stereotyped manner toward themselves, they are
expected to act as "little boys and little girls".

The male

behaviors are rewarded as independent, aggressive, controlling and
unemotional, where as the female behavior is dependent, passive,
noncontrolling, and emotional (Moore, 1979). Their behaviors are
carried into adulthood and marriage which leads to the acceptability
of the man's taking charge of a relationship and the woman's
accepting his control, even if that control assumed is battering
his wife.
Feelings play a major role in wife-battering. The battered
wife internalizes being battered by pretending that she did not do
her job well, and if she would have been better then the abuser
would not have battered her.

The battered wife maintains the

no-win role, and does not permit herself to get angry (Walker, 1979).
Walker (1979) stated that the battered wife used the psychological
defense mechanism of denial to deny her anger at being unfairly
abused.

Secondly, the battered woman is less able psychologically

to defind herself against the pain and hurt.

Thirdly, the battered

wife cannot control the tension and the male batterer abuses the
wife again.
Another reason for staying is there are few institutional,
legal, and cultural supports for women fleeing violent relationships
(Ni earthy, 1982). After a woman has experienced so much abuse,
she often wonders why she remains in this predicament. The wife
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tries to escape or leave her abusive relationship but she may have
other reasons in which she cannot leave, such as lacking skills to
get a job to support herself and her children.

As a result, she

may try to forget that the incident happened and rationalize why
her husband abused her.

Hiberman (1980), Martin (1976), and

Walkerman (1979), concluded that cultural expectations within the
nuclear family makes it impossible for the woman to leave such as
the wife feels as though her place in the home is being a home-maker,
a wife, and a mother to her family.

It is common for man and wife

to have marital problems but is not socially accepted for the wife
to get help, or talk about the abuse.
Roy (1977) did a survey of 150 battered women.

The conclusion

reached was that 90 percent said that they 11 thought of leaving and
would have done so had the resources been available to them 11 • (p. 47)
It is difficult for a battered woman to escape a violent husband's
determination to maintain his control.

Ferrato and Johnson (1983)

have identified six catergories in which wives rationalized their
reasons for staying.

They are:

the appeal to salvation ethic,

the denial of the victimizer, the denial of injury, the denial of
victimization, the denial of options, and the appeal to higher
loyalities.
Counselor Role
According to Bader and Haas (1984), the first major step for
the battered wife is leaving her abusive relationship, seeking

shelter for herself and her children, and seeking professional
counseling.

Ross and Wetzel (1983) noted that the counselor should

allow the battered wife to tell her own story without interruption,
disbelief, or immediate pressure.

The counselor should be able to

help the battered wife identify her fee}ings.

The counselor should

be aware of his/her own attitudes, experiences, and reactions to
violence and try to help the woman understand the danger she has
experienced and may experience in the future.

The counselor should

not assume that the battered wife will know about her rights or
about the services available to her.

The counselor should diagnose

the clients records, but the counselor should get the battered
woman to validate her experience and get her to realize that the
cause of the violent attack is external to herself. The counselor
can aid the battered wife to get in touch with her emotions.
The next stage is the contrition stage. This stage involves
helping the battered woman know what will happen if she decides
to return to her abusive situation.

In counseling, it is wise to

help her formulate the conditions of her return.

The counselor

should emphasize her concern for the victim's safety, even though
the battered woman tends to minimize the seriousness of her
situation. The counselor must use any resources at hand to bolster
the victim's self-worth, to encourage her self-care and to aid
her in assuming control of her life. Also, according to Ross and
Wetzel (1983), the counselor can validate the battered woman by
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letting her know that she does not deserve the abuse, and that abuse
like this is outrageous.

After the battered woman believes that

the counselor is deeply concerned, she will feel like someone has
accepted her as a competent person.

Sharing personal experiences

and feelings can engender a sense of relief for women in crisis.
She has her own inner strengths on which to draw and ultimately
she will resolve her own problem (Ross and Wetzel, 1983).
CONCLUSION
Society is becoming more aware of the reality of wife-battering.
Battering is a problem which involves two parties and even sometimes
a third party if children are included.
the family relationships.

There is an imbalance in

The wife tries to protect and hide her

husband's constant battering from the children and the public but
the imbalance causes the child to role model their behavior to
other children and adults.

After constant battering, the wife may

seek professional help for herself and children. A counselor needs
to be understanding and sympathetic to his/her client. A counselor
should be sensitive to the commanalities in battered wives'
experiences and the differences between wives of different races,
cultures, and classes (Ross and Wetzel, 1983). The major priority
for battered wives is to express their anger, hostility, irrationality
and depression to their counselors (ross and Wetzel, 1983). Secondly,
the counselor should focus upon how the battered wives view themselves,
. their husbands and children; whether they are self-centered,
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possessive, dominant, or irrational.

Thirdley, a battered woman

needs to know what comnunity resources are available especially
to her.
Once counseling has been started, the battered wife/woman
feels as though the counselor is her only friend.

He or she is a

friend who is open-minded, supportive, very objective in her
decision about remaining or leaving her abuser.

The counselor's

main priority is to help the battered woman see her situation from
both a negative and positive manner so that the counseling
relationship is a success.
wife/woman decision.

The success depends on the battered

All counselors will need to employ the basic

skills of active listening, emphatisizing, reflecting feelings,
rephrasing, summarizing, clarifying, and prioritizing (Ross and
Wetzel, 1983).
In conclusion, the battered woman has started to build a new
life for herself and her children, or she has decided to remain in
her old predicament and try to help her husband reform his old ways
to better ways.

Whatever her decision is the battered woman should

be in touch with her feelings.

The battered woman should be allowed

to explore and weigh all alternatives.

Counseling should be indepth

so that the battered woman can express her feelings.
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